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House of Burgess: Beware, folks, 'Life is 
offensive' 


College students request 'trigger warnings' 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


Author’s note: This column contains several ideas, thoughts and opinions 
that might run contrary to your personal beliefs. There. You’ve been 


warned. 


My wife, Ash, and I were reading The Sunday New York Times at a coffee 
shop Monday when — without any foreshadowing — I stumbled upon an 
upsetting article. The A1 headline ran: “Warning: The Literary Canon Could 


Make Students Squirm.” 


“Colleges across the country this spring have been wrestling with student 
requests for what are known as ‘trigger warnings,’ explicit alerts that the 
material they are about to read or see in a classroom might upset them or, 
as some students assert, cause symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder 
in victims of rape or in war veterans,” reported Jennifer Medina. “The 
warnings ... have gained the most traction at the University of California, 
Santa Barbara, where the student government formally called for them. But 
there have been similar requests from students at Oberlin College, Rutgers 
University, the University of Michigan, George Washington University and 


other schools.” 


Before you try to pin this impulse to label material solely on one political 
persuasion or another, harken back to 1985 and the Parents Music 
Resource Center. The group was responsible for the Recording Industry 
Association of America’s voluntarily issuance of Parental Advisory stickers. 
Co-founders included Tipper Gore — wife of Al Gore — and Susan Baker — 
wife of Reagan and Bush administration official James Baker. This is one of 


those issues shared by both poles of the political spectrum. 


“Thoughtcrime, they called it,” says Winston Smith, the narrator of George 
Orwell’s classic (and unsettling) 1949 novel, “Nineteen Eighty-Four.” 
“Thoughtcrime was not a thing that could be concealed for ever. You might 
dodge successfully for a while, even for years, but sooner or later they were 


bound to get you.” 


No one extreme has a monopoly on this brand of totalitarianism. On this 
point, the right and left seem to merge in this shadowy area on the dark 
side of the political sphere. They wrap all the way around the other end 
until you can’t tell one from another. They just took different routes to get 
there; and their numbers seem to be growing. Think of the scandals we’ve 


endured lately involving someone saying something offensive. 


“It’s now very common to hear people say, ‘I’m rather offended by that.’ As 
if that gives them certain rights,” said actor and author Stephen Fry at The 
Hay Festival of Literature & Arts in Wales May 28, 2005. “It’s no more than 
a whine. ‘I find that offensive.’ It has no meaning. It has no purpose. It has 
no reason to be respected as a phrase. ‘I’m offended by that.’ Well, so ... 


what?” 


To the students leading this charge: Simply being offended is never the end 


of the argument. 


“I’m offended by a lot of things, too. Where do I send my list? Life is 
offensive,” said the late, great comedian Bill Hicks on “The Howard Stern 
Show” Oct. 7, 1993, after his act was cut from “Late Night with David 


Letterman” a week earlier. 


Aren’t most of you students at institutions of higher learning supposed to be 
young adults, not children who need to be protected from harsh realities? 


How are you ever going to expose yourself to anything new if you only 


interact with complementary information? If, however, you’d rather lead an 


unexamined life, I don’t blame you. 


“For in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge 
increaseth sorrow,” reads Ecclesiastes 1:18 in the King James Version of the 
Bible. (A very import book to the English language that features several 
potentially disconcerting scenes, so be careful.) But if you’re going to be a 


participant in the world, you may not feel safe all the time. 


You can’t be a part of the conversation, then shrink away every time 


something combs your fur the wrong direction. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


